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To whom it may concern

The increased international interest to know the roots of present highly successful mobile services has focused often on one specific service, SMS, the Short Message Service. The success of SMS has been a surprise to many and its global popularity is a natural reason to the interest in its origin.

We, ex-colleagues from the time when cornerstones of the present modern mobile communications were created, have studied together the state of the art in telecommunications and old documentation from the European standardisation Committee GSM preserved in the ETSI archive. Based on the study and our discussion, we agree on the following:

1. Text messaging was a known telecommunications service years before the development of GSM, the Global System for Mobile communications, started in 1982 as Pan-European co-operation.

2. Proposals for text messaging as a service in GSM were made by the co-operating Nordic operators as well as by the co-operating German and French operators. 

3. The Nordic operators focussed their work on text messaging by using an access to a message handling system, a service similar to email. This service was standardised by the GSM committee. It led to a technical report on the technical realisation of the access to Message Handling Systems.

4. The German and French operators focussed their work on “Short Message Transmission”. This proposed service uses a dedicated services centre and transmits the text messages over existing signalling paths of the GSM telephony system on a lower priority basis. This transmission method obviously restricts the message to be short - maximum length, initially estimated as 128 octets, later optimised to 160 characters, still sufficiently long for most personal or professional purposes. The concept was developed in the Franco-German cooperation program in the 1983/4 timeframe.

5. In a first work phase from February 1985 to end of 1986 the GSM committee specified the service features of the Short Message Service (SMS). Most contributions came from Germany and France.

6. From 1987 onwards the technical realisation of SMS was standardised in a small group called Drafting Group Message Handling. The first Chairman of this group and the editor of the key technical specification were provided by Norway (later replaced by the UK), and technical work was mostly provided by Finland, France, Norway, and the UK.  The first phase of the SMS specifications comprised items like service definition, network architecture, topology and protocols, acknowledgement capabilities, functionality for alerting on messages waiting, time stamping and capabilities of identifying application protocols.

7. The further evolution of the SMS was standardised in the same small group led by the UK (where the technical work was mostly provided by the UK).  Examples of enhancements from this period are automatic replacement of messages, so-called “flash SMS” and voicemail icons, followed by colour and picture capabilities, and long SMS.

Our conclusion is that origin of the text messaging services in GSM is in the historical development of telecommunication services. SMS was created by a small group of persons. The work for the standardisation of services and technical realisation was approved by the GSM committee dealing with the standardisation of the new Pan-European Mobile Communication Service and System.

